In 1999 the State Council of the People's Republic of China (PRC) introduced the Regulation on the Minimum Living Standard Scheme (MLSS, or dibao) for urban residents in China. Policy learning from different parts of the world significantly shaped the formation and expansion of the MLSS, and Chinese social policy researchers have drawn conclusions about the experiences of these multiple regions. Through expert interviews, we discovered that the Chinese social assistance scheme has been influenced by the US ideas of "social investment" and "workfare." Furthermore, the European values of "universal entitlement" and "social citizenship" have also been internalised by the Chinese actors behind the scheme. In addition, Hong Kong's social assistance scheme has inspired Chinese policymakers to explore a model consisting of various categories that target the country's enormous special welfare needs. Thus, scholars and policymakers from China have used values and ideas outside China to create a hybrid model of social assistance that is characterised by broad coverage, a low benefit level, and a highly provincial administrative structure.
Introduction
In the field of social policy research in the developing world, it has become increasingly apparent that the development of some very poor nations -for instance, the least developed countries (LDC) -is shaped increasingly by Western nations. Global actors such as international governmental and non-governmental organisations create pilot projects aimed at disseminating ideal types to these countries. For instance, in Zambia, Mozambique, Peru, Bolivia, and Bangladesh, there are a number of heterogeneous pilot projects being promoted by various different international organisations. Despite much empirical research about knowledge diffusion in these developing nations, there are still some remarkable research gaps and some research questions that remain unanswered. Hitherto, the main focus of research has been only on the smaller, poorer nations in the Global South. However, the Global South includes nations that vary greatly in terms of economic power and political influence. This leads to a number of pertinent questions: have the largest and most populous transition economies, such as those within the BRICS grouping, also used foreign ideas to enrich their national discourses on social policies? If so, then how, to what extent, and from which sources have these countries borrowed theoretical and practical ideas? And, finally, have they fully transferred a foreign model to their national context or have they adopted foreign ideas selectively?
The selection of China as a case study yields fruitful theoretical insights into the research on global knowledge diffusion, since China has some distinctive characteristics. First, China is generally perceived to be an autonomous nation that is immune to outside influences. A case study of China, thus, might present a challenge for the diffusion and learning of Western and international ideas. Second, China comprises a huge continental area that is subdivided into very heterogeneous subnational regions. Knowledge transfer between different local regions and the subsequent dissemination of knowledge across China shows the intensity of internal knowledge diffusion. Third, in comparison to other nations, China has a few notable peculiarities: there are several "Chinese" societies outside mainland China -Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and Singapore -in addition to a large number of Chinese diaspora societies scattered all over the world. These multiple Chinese societies have great power to influence economic, social, and political change in China.
This article 1 focuses on the core programme of social cash transfers in China: the Minimum Living Standard Scheme (MLSS), considered the last social safety net for people in need. It aims to explore the exegesis of ideas from abroad by Chinese scholars and policymakers, and to answer the following research questions: how did key actors in China borrow foreign ideas on social assistance, and how did they understand and interpret them? In 2011 the authors conducted 24 expert interviews with scholars and bureaucrats who had been involved in the establishment of the MLSS in China. The research findings show that different sources from abroad have shaped the emergence, extension, and further development of the MLSS in China. Through intensive interaction between China and the rest of the world, Chinese scholars and bureaucrats have adopted some new normative ideas and values from the outside world. The changing cognitive ideas of the Chinese elite have created a new philosophical foundation for setting up a new institutional order defined as a modern, state-provided social policy scheme to cover all Chinese urban citizens.
In the following section, we explain the conceptual framework underpinning our examination of idea transfer. Then, we explain the research methods, followed by the research findings. Following that, we introduce the background of the emergence of the urban MLSS in China; provide an analysis of how Chinese scholars and policymakers have borrowed ideas from the three regions of Hong Kong, the United States, and Europe; and discuss how China's actors not only use positive experiences as examples, but also glean lessons from the negative aspects from abroad. We conclude by summarising and discussing our findings.
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A Theoretical Framework for the Diffusion of Knowledge
The theory of knowledge diffusion denotes that new ideas are interpreted, carried, and transferred between actors. In any one society, there are opinion leaders who receive new ideas first and then put them into an analytic context (Rogers 1962; Marsh 1996, 2000) . Other approaches, like the "advocacy coalition" approach (Sabatier 1991; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1999) and the "epistemic community" approach (Haas 1990) , underpin the theory of knowledge diffusion by highlighting the influential role of scientific communities, which have the power to create new thinking and ideas in a knowledge market. An epistemic community is conventionally perceived as a network of professionals who possess a similar knowledge structure and share the same beliefs and norms. It consists usually of scientists, scholars, journalists, and politicians seeking to set social agendas and resolve social problems via dissemination of their shared theoretical and practical know-how within a society (Adler and Haas 1992) . The reception and diffusion of norms and ideas is an identical process to the construction of rationality, as the actors believe in those ideas that they prefer and perceive as rational and progressive, and they vote against other ideas by interpreting them as irrational and unsustainable.
In addition, the connection of the theory of knowledge diffusion with world polity theory may broaden theoretical insights in social policy research. Representative scholars of the world polity school like Thomas Boli and John W. Meyer have been exploring an independent level of global reality that operates beyond national state borders. With a foundation of comprehensive empirical data and through wide-ranging investigation, these Stanford scholars have detected the emergence of a cosmopolitan world society, illuminating simultaneously a worldwide diffusion of rationalised models in the realm of high-school education, female education, environmental protection, competitive democracy, the institutions of the market economy, and so on Boli 1987; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Meyer 1980; Meyer, Frank, et al. 1997) .
This dissemination of values and rationalised models induces a logical consequence of isomorphism: the same institutional and structural development has taken place in almost all countries independent of the heterogeneous local cultural configuration and discrepancies in economic status at national and subnational levels. These rationalised models are legitimised by some basic world cultural values, such as individualism (basic human rights), universalism (for instance, discourses on equality), rationalism (institutional accountability instead of supernatural and transcendental magic), and socially progressive ideas (for instance, economic growth and improvement of health care systems), which originate from Western society (Meyer, Boli, et al. 1997; Meyer 2005) . The central value of world culture centres on the discourse of human rights, which is based on the ontological status of individuals, since the individual represents the smallest irreducible societal unit, which has ultimate significance in modern society. World-society values, with a central focus on human rights and individualism, originate from Occidental culture and have become universal norms as their universal validity has been declared to extend beyond national contingency (Meyer 2005) . These values and rationalised social models in different domains have been increasingly converted into institutional "myths" and "unquestionable beliefs" which are internalised by the actors, not only in Occidental countries, but also worldwide (Meyer 2005) .
So, how do ideas "travel" around the world and shape institutional changes at the national and subnational level? The well-known world polity theory of the Stanford School examines the diffusion of global ideas, rationalised social models, and the global convergence of various policy fields from a bird's-eye view, which is rooted in a macrodeterministic approach, assuming that nation-states, organisations, and individuals are actors whose behaviour patterns and identity are shaped by international actors beyond nation-state boundaries. National and subnational events simply follow the "script" written by international actors in global arenas (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Meyer 1980 Meyer , 2005 . The major focus has been on the sender actors, and the following questions have subsequently been raised: how, to what extent and in what ways and through which communication channels have international scientific communities and international organisations disseminated ideas to the developing world? One of the most common means of diffusion, exercised by the Bretton Woods Institutions, is the granting of credit. The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), for instance, will only grant credit to developing countries if would-be recipient countries acknowledge the know-ledge, expertise, and models favoured by those institutions. A classic example of this is the diffusion of the multi-pillar model of the oldage pension to post-communist and transformation countries in Eastern Europe, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), and Latin America (World Bank 1994; Orenstein 2003 Orenstein , 2008 Deacon 1997) .
The other means of diffusion commonly employed by national or international development organisations is the promotion of pilot projects. They commonly fund local experimentation projects, cooperate with the locally important political and social actors, and seek to prove whether or not models are acceptable and adaptable in the local field. If local pilot projects have proved to be successful, they are transferred to other areas in the country. Different forms of knowledge diffusion contribute to the transfer of ideas: one is vertical diffusion, through which top-down diffusion is spurred by international organisations and some bilateral development organisations; the other is horizontal diffusion, which refers mainly to policy learning and policy transfer between nation-states or between subnational actors. Unlike much diffusion literature, which accentuates the coercive methods of senders in knowledge diffusion, this article centres on the role of national recipients in borrowing, selecting, and interpreting ideas from overseas. We trace a rational model of policy learning driven by national advocates.
Research Methodology
The research methods for this study included semi-structured interviews and document analysis. The interviews were conducted in several Chinese cities, including Beijing, Tianjin, and Hong Kong, in 2011. The documentary analysis of laws, policies, and regulations was the main source used to explore the Chinese government's measures and political will relating to urban social assistance arrangements.
In total, 24 experts were interviewed through semi-structured interviews. These experts included two major groups: one consisting mainly of scholars and social scientists and the other comprising civil servants from state administrations, for instance the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) and the State Council. Several interviewees, like Tang Jun (a professor at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, CASS) and Guan Xinping (a professor at Nankai University), both of whom were engaged in the planning, design, and setting up of the national framework for the urban social cash transfer programme, are widely considered to be key scholars in the field of social assistance in China. It is worth noting that among the central actors, such experts have considerable influence within both the political and the academic community. For example, high-level officials will regularly invite prominent scholars to present an overview of the current development trends and problems in the field of social assistance and social relief, and thus, these scholars' opinions are often valued by the political community.
Each interview lasted an hour and a half on average. The interviewees were asked to explain the origins of the urban MLSS, especially their own contributions to the construction of the urban MLSS;
where the ideas and core beliefs within the MLSS stemmed from; how these ideas were interpreted and elaborated on by Chinese social policymakers; how these ideas shaped the overall framework of the MLSS in China; and through what means the interviewees personally communicated with the transnational community.
A Multiple-Level Analysis of Policy Learning The Emergence of Urban Social Assistance in China
In 1993 the Shanghai government undertook a policy experiment to transfer cash to compensate the unemployed workers of former SOEs (state-owned enterprises). The Shanghai pilot project was studied by other local governments in China and subsequently adapted by them in an attempt to emulate the Shanghai model and tackle the increasing social problem of the "new urban poor." Thereafter, these spontaneous regional policy experiments attracted great attention from scholars and policymakers at the national level. Various experts from high-level think tanks like the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) and the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) have been involved in developing a national urban social assistance programme that would transcend the local and regional contingencies and limita-tions derived from these diverse local policy experiments. In 1999 the State Council introduced the Regulation on the Minimum Living Standard Scheme (MLSS) for urban residents and proclaimed the birth of the first national social assistance scheme to cover all urban residents (Tang 2003; Zhang and Tang 2010) . During the development and the implementation of the urban MLSS, various ideas surrounding social assistance schemes outside China were studied, interpreted, and elaborated upon by scholars and officials in China. The following sections discuss the manner in which Chinese academic and political actors studied exogenous ideas and how they have interpreted these "borrowed" ideas according to their own cognitive understanding.
Go West -To Hong Kong
In the reform of old-age pensions, the recalibration of the health insurance system, and the process of creating an industrial injury insurance scheme, researchers have noted a great deal of policy transfer from the West to China. The Chinese epistemic community has attempted to learn from overseas experiences to modernise systems in China (Leisering and Liu 2010; Liu and Sun 2015; Liu 2005 Liu , 2015 . Knowledge diffusion plays an essential role in the rationalisation of Chinese social security systems. The Chinese academic community in the field of social assistance and social relief has benefitted tremendously from global comparison, even if there is no clear indication which region has primarily shaped the MLSS scheme in China.
Due to barriers of language and culture, many Chinese scholars could not communicate directly with scholars from Western countries. They had to make their connections circuitously: by first making contact with academic partners in Hong Kong and then, through that connection with Hong Kong, attempting to attract as many ideas and as much knowledge from the rest of the modern world as possible. Due to its special status as a carrier of Chinese culture and a former British Crown colony, Hong Kong has always had the special function of linking China with the Western world and has acted as a bridge between mainland China and the modern world. In the 1990s, it was fashionable for Chinese scholars and bureaucrats to move to Hong Kong to study. This social trend prevailed in the field of social assistance and social relief in China. Several scholars and MCA bureaucrats studied in Hong Kong. For example, Tang Jun, known for his considerable efforts to promote the MLSS in China, studied in the Department of Applied Social Sciences of Hong Kong Polytechnic University in the 1990s.
Furthermore, scholars from these two different Chinese societies have woven a dense network between the two areas by consistently interacting in institutional contexts. On one side, scholars from mainland China study at Hong Kong universities or do their traineeship in civil society associations there in order to gain knowledge and introduce it back to mainland China. On the other side, scholars from Hong Kong are regularly invited to symposiums, conferences, meetings, and workshops in mainland China at which they attempt to transfer advanced ideas to mainland China. Recently, increasing numbers of Hong Kong scholars have been invited to Beijing to participate in the National People's Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference (PCC) and give advice on social development in China based on their experiences in Hong Kong. These close ties have fostered the transformation of ideas with respect to the social assistance scheme. Moreover, this linkage between people generally moves beyond the individual level; that is, when two prominent scholars from either side undertake an academic exchange, their personal interaction benefits their affiliations (organisations). The trend for such collaboration gradually expands, as other less high-profile scholars, inspired by the examples of leading scholars, emulate this manner of exchange and thereafter facilitate further organisational collaboration.
In Hong Kong, a public assistance scheme was set up in the 1970s under Governor Sir Murray MacLehose which was modelled on the British National Assistance Act. The scheme was renamed the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) in 1993 under Governor Chris Patten. The major focus of the Hong Kong social security system is to provide allowances to various social groups, such as the parents of young children, the elderly, the disabled, low-income households, and so on. The CSSA is made up of numerous heterogeneous subsystems, which grant cash transfers to different social groups (Chow 1981) . According to some of the Chinese scholars we interviewed, Hong Kong's practice of social work and social welfare, along with its social organisations, inspired mainland China. For example, Hong Kong's abundance of experience in the creation of civil society and social governance has translated into the improvement of social work and social services in the mainland through the promo-tion of voluntary social welfare organisations in China. Furthermore, some scholars advocate emulating Hong Kong's welfare model to set up separate social assistance arrangements -for instance, an education assistance programme and social pension for the very elderly (those age 80 or older). One interviewed official from the MCA confirmed that some policymakers in the field of MLSS have given special attention to the refined categorical programmes within Hong Kong's CSSA scheme, which target dozens of different social groups, each with special needs. This comprehensive social assistance programme in Hong Kong includes, for instance, special assistance schemes designed to help divorced parents, families with disabled children, and people with learning disabilities. According to the views of the experts we interviewed, China could learn from Hong Kong's experience in establishing different categories of supplemental assistance to meet the special needs of socially weak groups, in addition to a wholesale system like the MLSS.
The Influence of the American Idea of "Social Investment"
The close ties between Hong Kong and mainland China constitute only a small part of the international communication within the Chinese social assistance community. Different types of communication networks were built up between China and the world with respect to social cash transfer during the 1990s. After creating and cementing new networks of personal relations through visits to Hong Kong, some scholars used these new resources to then establish and extend further contacts with Western countries, particularly the United States, but also the United Kingdom and Australia. Some scholars mastered the English language and travelled directly to the United States to study there.
There are a few reasons why the Chinese epistemic community maintains close ties with the United States. First, after the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, the United States remained the sole world superpower and, under these circumstances, the US model of economic and social policy could easily be regarded as the single successful model worldwide. A strong leaning towards the Washington Consensus appeared in nearly all post-communist countries during the 1990s; at the time it was interpreted as the only shortcut to a successful modern society. The presence of a powerful and prosperous United States caused the Chinese scholars to construct an American "myth" based on their subjective judgement. Second, in the 1990s China extended its economic reform and open-door policy towards the Western world, and the most important way for China to foster its integration into the international community was through improving its relationship with the United States. Since China adopted a market economy in the 1990s, leaving behind the inefficient, state-run planned economy, fundamentalist ideas about market liberalism spread quickly. As market liberalism originated in the United States, some Chinese scholars therefore favoured the American liberal model. Even in the field of social policy, more scholars looked forward to a market-oriented social policy, and many of them had critical views of the welfare state model in Scandinavian countries (Lin 2001) .
The influence of US ideas of social assistance can be seen in the name chosen for China's own system of urban welfare. The full name of the Minimum Living Standard Scheme in Chinese is (zuidi shenghuo baozhang zhidu). This term can be split into two major linguistic units:
(shenghuo baozhang, literally: "living/ livelyhood guarantee or safeguard") -namely an institutional system attempting to "secure the livelihood of citizens" -and (zuidi, literally: "lowest"), where this system should be as a "minimum." The semantic unit "minimum" has the following implication in the Chinese context: the benefit level of any cash transfer in the social assistance scheme should be minimised along the poverty lines stipulated by different levels of local governments and should amount to 10 to 35 per cent of local average incomes (Zhang and Tang 2010). The federal system and character of the American welfare system is especially popular in Chinese social assistance circles because local government bodies -for instance, city, county, and township councils, in China have the discretionary power to stipulate benefit levels.
This consciousness of the very low level of benefit provided by the MLSS has been shaped deeply by American thinking and its narrow definition of the welfare state, as well as its idea of "workfare" (Han and Guo 2012; Lin 2013; Xu 2014) . The liberal wing of Chinese scholars in the field of social assistance relates directly to the American experience. One professor at Beijing Normal University, who had studied in the United States and was involved in the various types of cooperation programmes organised by the Ford Foundation, argued the following in our interview:
At the outset, we sought to learn from experiences from the United States, Great Britain, and Australia, etc., well, mainly in the English-speaking countries where we had travelled around. And we have seen that in the United States there was a system: if one's income slides below the poverty line, then some certain benefits will be paid, so that is a system of difference compensation, which is basically what we have adopted. The United States does really have an immense influence on China. At the time that we started the reform and open-door policy, we felt that all countries attempted to learn from the United States, even European countries as well, and such an idea of workfare has spread worldwide.
Consequently, our country has a very good understanding of the system in the United States. The MCA (Ministry of Civil Affairs) has translated a lot of books from English into Chinese; some books introduced the American system in detail. In some cases when the officials of the MCA visited the United States, they received a lot of data about American counties provided by American county governments. As a result of frequent exchanges, we have been very well informed about social assistance schemes outside China. (Anonymous 1 2011) Strongly liberal-oriented statements are very popular in Chinese academic circles and were often made by the different interviewees. Some interviewees used terms like "self-responsibility," "deserving poor," and "workfare." They also feared "moral hazards" and "negative incentives." For example, one of the scholars at CASS who had studied in Hong Kong and had been a researcher at the MCA in 1990s and, thus, is regarded as the one of the most influential scholars to work on the urban MLSS scheme, argued, Even if some scholars advised us to upgrade the benefit level of the MLSS scheme, we do really insist that this system should be at the minimum level […] . International experiences have proven that a high level of benefit will not provide an incentive to work and make the beneficiaries dependent on social welfare. […] Welfare reform in America has given us important motivation to maintain a low level of benefits. (Anonymous 2 2011) However, it would probably be precipitate to claim that the US model of workfare is dominant in China. Instead, it is usually noted that ideas from both the United States and Europe have interwoven and integrated into one cognitive structure, which cannot be explicitly differentiated, and both European and American ideas are widely spread in China. In this case, there are very few scholars who can clearly be classified as either neoliberal or social democratic. Since the West, particularly Northern Europe, is the cradle of modern social policy and modern social insurance, other continental European countries are also important originators of ideas with respect to social policy besides the United States; therefore, their significant role in social policy change in China should not be underestimated.
The most intriguing empirical findings in this study are that some scholars simultaneously use American and European ideas as a frame of reference for their own understanding. Chinese scholars are open to world-society knowledge structures and pragmatically seek to combine different ideas from different regions into a new analytical structure. This means that both European and American ideas could be mentioned by a single expert without any contradiction. This gives rise to a number of seemingly conflicting situations: sometimes different ideas from the United States and Europe compete with each other; in other cases they play a complementary role. At other times, ideas from these two world-society centres are integrated into a new semantic and cognitive structure; and in other situations, these original ideas are recombined and reinterpreted by Chinese actors.
One professor from Renmin University of China (RUC, also known as People's University of China), outlined the multiple levels of knowledge diffusion:
In the architecture of the MLSS scheme, there are surely many international comparisons to be made. For instance, how the benefit level of the MLSS is defined, how the viability of this scheme is decided, and how this system targets the beneficiary group. To answer those questions we need international experience. That means, in the field of methods and concrete implementation, we were influenced by the outside world. At the outset, we were strongly influenced by Hong Kong, because initially Tang Jun and Zhang Shifei were both staying in Hong Kong. Afterwards, during the phase of rethinking this system, we followed the experiences of the United States and Europe as a reference. The focus was: is it better to set a high benefit level? Is it better to set broadspectrum benefits? How is this system linked with other systems? After this system was set up, there was really a kind of policy learning at the global normative level. (Anonymous 3 2011) This interviewee is personally involved in a wide variety of different types of international cooperation with different countries and high-lights the influential role of knowledge transfer and policy learning. In addition, he himself is particularly aware of the process of ideas spreading between China and Western countries. He made a personal judgement about the role of knowledge and values from the two world regions on either side of the Atlantic in the following statement:
We look forward to introducing knowledge from European countries and the United States. Europe encompasses the United Kingdom and Northern European countries. From cited literature in China, you can see the origin of the ideas, and between colleagues, we have often argued about the systems in European countries. For instance, in some literature we have used the traditional poor law, the new poor law, and the social security system after World War II from the United Kingdom as a reference. And the British model is the origin of Hong Kong's Comprehensive Social Security Assistance. Great Britain has influence on Hong Kong, and Hong Kong has influence on mainland China. Besides these models, the Northern European welfare-state model has been researched and discussed by Chinese scholars as well. During this process of the exchange of international experience, we became aware that the United States are comparatively economically dynamic, they pursue the integration of rights and duties, and they look forward to a restricted and low level of social welfare benefits. These ideas have given us inspiration. (Anonymous 3 2011) Since he has personally created comprehensive networks with international epistemic communities within Great Britain, Northern Europe, and the United States, he can personally provide a systematic comparison between the different models in different world regions. He analyses why the US model is more popular in China and why the US model is more rational in his opinion. The following statement by him may reflect the attitude of many Chinese scholars:
The MLSS programme is a restricted system of public assistance; it can only ensure basic livelihood. The receiving of assistance should not last for the long term, since long-term reception of assistance will not encourage social participation.
[…] Particularly the reform initiated since 1996 in the United States of America has had a fairly great impact on us. (Anonymous 3 2011) This statement is representative of the Chinese epistemic community and is in line with the mainstream opinion in the academic world. Even if multiple levels of knowledge diffusion take place between the West and the East, and even if many different ideas spread into China, the American ideas will generally be considered the most attractive and popular. Most Chinese scholars attempt to balance economic and social (or sometimes ecological) development. They favour a model of social assistance that ensures the basic livelihood and wellbeing of citizens. By contrast, they clearly distance themselves from the concept of the social-cultural minimum as it is practiced in many European countries, since they fear that a high benefit level and a relaxed definition will give the wrong incentives to the beneficiaries and may discourage them from re-entering the labour market. In other words, they generally disfavour models of "high welfare" and "low employment incentives." In their opinion, a rational model should espouse the "social investment state," while limiting the amount of support so that the state does not grant benefits that are too generous without considering the duties of citizen. In this vein, Chinese scholars turn away from a purely neoliberal ideology by emphasising the responsibility of the state. Simultaneously, they also keep their distance from a broad definition of social assistance.
This pragmatic attitude towards international ideas facilitates subjective interpretation and an active selectivity of the values and models disseminated by the Western world. The different symbols that have been "borrowed" from the world society are given a social meaning only if these symbolic notations are analysed and elaborated on by the Chinese epistemic community. The spreading and reception of these borrowed ideas is decided by the social construction of mainstream opinion. Another relevant factor is how closely the scholars are linked to bureaucrats, and how frequently these actors interact with each other. Close ties between scholars and bureaucrats shore up the adoption of the new symbols constructed by actors in the academic world. Certain research institutes and universities in Beijing, such as CASS and Renmin University, symbolise the "scientific centre" of China. They function as national think tanks and are chiefly responsible for informing China's central government about issues like economic and social reforms. Since the academic elite in Beijing have such close ties to the country's political "power centre," they usually have more resources and greater clout than scholars from other regions with regard to setting agendas and making policy recommendations to the central government.
The Influence of the European Semantic of "Universal Entitlement"
Obviously, knowledge diffusion and reception does not only function in a unilinear way. On the contrary, one can see the overlap of different ideas from a bipolar world society with two centres, and even sometimes through the paradoxical statements made by actors. This high selectivity and active elaboration of borrowed ideas enables not only the diffusion of American ideas, but also the transfer of European values. Most of the leading individuals in the field of social assistance in China confirm the impact of Europe on the MLSS in China, although the weight of the US and European influences is quite different. The most important borrowed idea from Western Europe is the semantic of "inclusion" and "universalism," which is known as "universal entitlement" by Chinese scholars. This introduced semantic from Europe has fundamentally shaped the Chinese MLSS, as one professor from Nankai University, who was previously a researcher at the MCA, highlighted in our interview:
In the social field: first, we had the need internally, then we wanted to see how other countries act, therefore we have made many expeditions and investigations into the systems of other countries. At that time, we had a strong impulse to study abroad, not only in the economic field, but also in the social field. Our researchers went abroad to conduct investigations. The direction of learning and investigation was towards Europe and the United States. The system of the United States is a little bit inferior to that of European countries. One common concept within a universal social assistance system is known as so-called "universal entitlement" in English; this concept comes from Europe and it has had a comparatively big impact on China. In the past, we didn't do it in that way, we granted only benefits to some special needy groups, but later, under the influence of the Europe, we have attempted to frame a more comprehensive and universal system which covers all citizens. (Anonymous 4 2011)
The "universal entitlement" mentioned in the interview refers to a population-wide system which differs from earlier systems based on categories of only special groups like the elderly, people with disabilities, orphans, and widows. Now, through the semantic of "inclusion," the behaviours and perception of the science elite towards the cash transfer scheme has fundamentally changed. The CASS expert men-tioned in the section relating to the influence of US ideas above illustrated this further:
We differentiate the current social assistance scheme, in the form of the MLSS, from the social relief system -the former social relief system like the "five guarantees" which covered only some special needs groups, and which means that only a very small portion of the population can really receive a social relief allowance. Now, the social assistance scheme covers all people in urban areas irrespective of any divided categories and irrespective of the reasons for poverty -that means it covers the whole urban population.
[…] Additionally, this system benefits each person and everyone should have an entitlement to a state allowance. So today, if anyone is plunged into poverty, s/he can apply for the MLSS allowance. (Anonymous 2 2011) Although this scholar advocated a low level of MLSS benefits, this did not prevent him from making statements to stress the idea of "universalism." As he said in the interview, the new MLSS is a social assistance scheme, not a social relief system anymore. The new semantic of "inclusion" means that all urban residents are covered by the scheme, including able-bodied people. Social assistance is granted for needy residents irrespective of the causes of poverty. Thus, the ideas of "universal coverage" and the "socialisation of the causes of the poverty" have become the hallmarks of the new urban social assistance scheme. The internalised value of "universalism" is reflected in this scholar's use of the words "all" and "whole." In parallel, this semantic of "universalism" is linked with "individualism," since in his opinion, each person is covered by this scheme and each individual ought to be endowed with the entitlement to a state allowance. The professor from Nankai University quoted above also stressed the term "universal entitlement," and he attributes the origin of this idea to Europe.
Lesson Drawing
As Chinese scholars actively sought ideas and experiences from world society to influence the setting up of a modern social assistance scheme, they interpreted ideas and models from abroad in the light of their own cognitive constructs. The subjective processing of knowledge means not only learning about policy, but also drawing lessons from it and critiquing ideas. Many of the experts we inter-viewed thought that the European welfare state model goes too far and cannot be sustained because financial capacity cannot match welfare expenditure. They feared that an excessive welfare state could create a moral hazard in that it could deter beneficiaries from joining the job market. In parallel to the lessons drawn from the European welfare state, they also made a systematic investigation of the American system and critiqued its obvious deficiencies. Most of the criticisms concentrated on restriction of access to social welfare benefits and the difficulties associated with arbitrary judgements by local government officials towards claimants. After looking at the social welfare systems in the various American states, the interviewees were sceptical about the current American system. They were concerned about some of the negative outcomes of welfare reform in the United States since 1996 and said that the current system was too "tight" and too "stringent" towards beneficiaries and claimants, and that this led to the possible exclusion of some poor people in the United States. Even the most pro-US social policy researchers did not agree with the increasingly tough social welfare system in America. In particular, the professor from Beijing Normal University, who cooperated with the Ford Foundation for many years, expressed his impressions of the current American welfare system. He said that, after visiting several social welfare projects and local social welfare administrations in 2008 and 2009, he felt that personal factors have a stronger impact on the payment of benefits than statutory regulations. In his opinion, the American system is becoming harsher towards vulnerable groups and, moreover, the benefits for families and children are becoming more restricted than in the past (Anonymous 1 2011). The scholar from CASS, who has also visited the United States several times, also expressed his criticism of the US system: I suggest American colleagues consider getting to know more about the Chinese system. The American system is too harsh; for instance, in the federal state of California, it stipulates that one person can only receive minimum living security benefits for three to five years in his/her whole life, and one person can only receive welfare benefits for the maximum of half of a year each time. I argue that in this realm of social assistance the access should be more open and tolerant. While the Americans have tightened up their system for almost all social groups, the Chinese MLSS has relaxed access for elderly people and children. (Anonymous 2 2011) This statement demonstrates that the Chinese epistemic community does not follow the American model blindly; Chinese scholars have always processed adopted knowledge based on their own analysis and assessment. The Chinese social policy researchers interviewed as part of this study claimed to have learned from Europe and the United States, and to have drawn conclusions from both, with the following outcome: under the influence of European Union (EU) countries, the Chinese social assistance scheme is more universal and inclusive than that of the United States -access for applicants is more open; however, under the US influence, its level of benefits is much lower than that of the European nations and the determination of eligibility is more "federal" and localised than in EU countries.
Summary
This article has explored how global knowledge diffusion has played a role in the establishment and further extension of the MLSS in China, and has described the types of knowledge (norms, values, core beliefs, and social rationalised models) that have spread to China.
This article has verified the essence of the world polity theory, as well as the various diffusion studies in the realm of social policy, as China has built up strong world-society links with Western scientific communities in order to set up a modern social assistance arrangement. However, through in-depth analysis, we find that the macrodeterminism developed by the world polity theorists and their bird'seye-view approach do not completely apply to the Chinese context. Instead, the self-directed and autonomous policy learning promoted by scholarly and political actors in China has shaped the pattern of diffusion in China. The idea transfer between the transnational community and the Chinese epistemic community has not been driven by exogenous impulsion or pressure; rather, it has been motivated by a national desire to learn from advanced countries and to respond to domestic social dilemmas. The subsequent selection, exegesis, and recombination of ideas from overseas feature a policy transfer which can be classified as receiver-centred learning.
Throughout this process of turning to the world society as a source of advanced knowledge, the Chinese epistemic community has been strongly influenced by Western nations, especially in North America (the United States of America being the most influential) and by European countries (the United Kingdom being the most influential). Furthermore, the overall framework of the social assistance scheme (MLSS) has also been strongly influenced by the social welfare reform promoted since 1996 by the Democratic Party in the United States. The major US influences on the Chinese scheme are the ideas of "social investment" and the creation of "workfare"-related social assistance. However, the United States's punitive welfare system has overall been rejected by almost all Chinese scholars. The US model of low levels of social assistance tends to be undermined by the European approach, which favours universal social rights. China is moving increasingly towards an extended welfare state by taking on social theories from Western Europe. Alongside the major policy learning from the United States and Europe, Hong Kong's social assistance scheme has also inspired Chinese policymakers to explore a model that consists of various categorical programmes that target diverse social groups and socially vulnerable people. Thus, the welfare ideas of multiple regions have coalesced in China, significantly enriching national discourses on a rational social assistance scheme, and partially affecting the institutional design of the urban MLSS.
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